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Preparation for the Certified Public

Accountant Examination
By: Mary M. Russo, C.P.A.
Columbus Chapter A.S.W.A.

ter was read and later answering those
questions?
Many people think that they should prepare
in advance and use a formal pattern of study.
If this is how they have always studied, then
this should be the pattern to use. If, however,
one has had to cram, then this same method
of study should be used for the CPA examina
tion.
Some people who have been eligible to take
the examination for a year or more, have had
neither the time nor the inclination to prepare
for it. These people think that they should
spend four to six months doing a thorough re
view of all phases of accounting and commer
cial law. However, there have been instances
where two to four weeks of intensive study
have been sufficient to prepare for the exami
nation and to pass it.
When one has determined the most effective
.) State law on accountancy
study method used in the past, and uses this
.) Study methods
.) Phases of accounting and commercial method in preparing for the CPA, then this
knowledge is power.
law
.) Application of accounting theory in
solving problems and answering ques KNOW ALL AREAS OF ACCOUNTING
AND COMMERCIAL LAW
tions.

Knowledge is Power!” Let this observation
of Sir Francis Bacon be the by-word in pre
paring for the Certified Public Accountant
examination. The goal is to obtain the CPA
certificate. The power to achieve this goal is
in the knowledge of the subject.
Many people are under the impression that
the CPA examination is a difficult, tedious and
formidable test. They dread taking the exami
nation. Perhaps one should answer: “Look, the
CPA examination is not as difficult, not as
tedious, not as formidable as it has been
painted. The CPA examination is longer and
more comprehensive than a college examination
on accounting. If effort is put forth in review
ing and learning accounting and commercial
law, it can be easier than might be imagined.”
Four areas in which one must have knowl
edge are:

1
2
3
4

The examination is a comprehensive study
of accounting theory, problem solving, audit
ing and commercial law; therefore, study of
all areas of accounting and the principles of
business law is essential.
Although most States require either a col
lege degree with a major in accounting or
several years of formal schooling in the sub
ject, this is not enough accounting preparation
for the CPA examination. It must be supple
mented by an intensive review of the account
ing covered in college courses and by learning
certain areas not included in the curriculum.
Time should be spent on the areas which one
has not used in practical experience. On the
more familiar areas, all that is necessary is a
review.
There are a number of books dealing with
a review for the CPA examination—these books
cover many areas of accounting in a brief
summary. An excellent example is CPA RE
VIEW MANUAL, edited by Herbert E.
Miller. Another is SHORT CPA PROBLEMS
by Hilary H. Sax.

READ STATE LAW ON ACCOUNTANCY

The first area in which one should have
knowledge is the State requirements of edu
cation and experience before one can sit for
the examination. The law of accountancy of
each State will disclose how many years of col
lege training in accounting and how many
years of public accounting experience are nec
essary in order to sit and to receive the cer
tificate. Also, the State law will point out what
the examination will cover.
The examination is comprised of four sec
tions: accounting theory, problems, auditing
and commercial law. Some States include a
section on economics. This is why knowledge
of the law of one’s own particular State is
important.

CONSIDER STUDY METHODS
One question to ask is: What method of
study in high school and college proved most
effective for me? Was it outlining the book?
Was it writing down questions as each chap-
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Many colleges offer a refresher course as
preparation for those who intend to take the
CPA examination. Also, correspondence
courses are available for those who want a
formal system of study.
Another way to review is to scan and read
the textbooks used in college and the bulletins
published by the American Institute of Certi
fied Public Accountants. Be sure to read the
current literature on accounting topics be
cause they form the basis for some of the
examination questions.
To prepare for the commercial law section,
a good textbook on the principles of business
law is necessary. One such book is PRINCI
PLES OF BUSINESS LAW by Essel R. Dil
lavou and Charles G. Howard. Memorize and
learn those principles which include contracts,
negotiable instruments and sales. This section
of the examination is based on memory.
Auditing relates more closely to the actual
conditions found in practice. This section re
quires the formulation of auditing programs
based on certain circumstances given in the
questions, and it requires the explanation of
reasons for the usual auditing procedures.
Also, one is being tested on preparing audit
reports. Experience in public accounting is
the most helpful preparation for this portion
of the exam. Merely memorizing the auditing
procedures is not sufficient: it is necessary to
develop an understanding of these procedures
and how to apply them.

of accounting practice and theory expressed
in simple, understandable and grammatically
correct English. It is important to develop
competence and facility in the English lan
guage.
Do not neglect the three sections which do
not actually deal with problem solving when
working out solutions to past CPA examina
tions. Answer them in order to develop ease of
written expression. Being able to apply what
has been learned to solving problems and
providing answers to examination questions
is power indeed.
REVIEW AND STUDY ARE THE KEY

The percentage of those who pass the CPA
examination the first time is below that of any
other profession; however, the percentage of
those who eventually pass the examination
compares favorably. Most failures on the first
attempt can be attributed primarily to lack of
preparation.
Don’t fall prey to the idea that having a
college degree with a major in accounting is
all that is necessary to pass the examination.
This is a fallacy. It requires a program of in
tensive review in areas which one has studied
and had experience; and it takes a program of
study in areas which one has not studied or
learned through experience.
Follow these steps in preparing for the CPA
examination:
1
.) Read the state law on accountancy
2 .) Choose your most effective method of
study
3 .) Review and learn all areas of account
ing and commercial law
4 .) Apply the principles and theory of ac
counting in solving problems and an
swering the essay questions in clear,
concise and correct English.

APPLY ACCOUNTING THEORY IN
SOLVING PROBLEMS AND ANSWERING
QUESTIONS

It is imperative to know not only the prin
ciples of accounting and auditing, but also
how to apply them in solving the problems and
answering the questions.
Having reviewed all the areas of accounting
and commercial law, it is then advisable to
work out previous examinations, using the al
lotted time as a guide. This will provide expe
rience in reading and reasoning the problems
and questions, in setting up working papers,
and developing solutions within a certain
period of time. Working out former tests will
point out areas where knowledge is weak and
where additional study and review are needed.
Many people think that the Certified Public
Accountant examination is composed of ac
counting problems which require the knowl
edge of mathematics only. This is erroneous.
Admittedly, the problem section, which covers
two sessions, is of this nature. Also, the theory
section has a few short problems; however,
much of the examination requires knowledge

There is one area of preparation which has
not been covered. Actually, it may be the
most important: Be enthusiastic! Take the ex
amination with the attitude that you will give
it all you have and that you will pass it.
The Certified Public Accountant certificate
is your goal. The power to achieve this goal
is within reach. And only through greater
knowledge can one have greater power to
succeed in this or any venture.
If you prepare properly for the examination
and if you have the proper mental outlook, the
CPA examination can be an exciting challenge;
one that can and will be met—perhaps even
the first time.
From a paper presented at the Eastern Regional
Conference A. S. W. A. May 1962, Columbus,
Ohio.
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